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Dr. Danny Burns, who has operated a 
veterinary practice the past 23 years, also 
has been part of a farm partnership for 10 
years. He and his partner now have about 
650 sows, in addition to a row crop opera-
tion. 
When he began his pork operation several 
years ago, he was looking for a low-cost 
way to get into the business. They decided 
to farrow hogs outside, and spent several 
days with a classmate in Cambridge, 
Illinois, learning about this type of opera-
tion. Eventually, they built gestation barns 
with 10 x 20-ft. dirt pens, with feeding 
done on concrete with a weigh station. 
Two years ago when they were looking to 
expand, hooped buildings appeared to be 
a good option. They also had operated 
several hoop finisher buildings, so they 
knew some of the basics about hoop 
buildings. They decided upon a breeding 
structure hoop with white stripes in the 
center to let in lots of light. The buildings 
were erected as part of a producer re-
search project of Sioux Steel, which manu-
factures hoops. Throughout the conver-
sion they also used Pig Champ record-
keeping to keep track of gestation, farrow-
ing rates, straw usage and feed. 
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• Basic design 
The hoop has a sleeping area on each end 
and a set of feeding stalls in the center, 
approximately 32.5 to 35 sq. ft. per sow. 
They are still trying to determine the 
optimum space per sow, which may be as 
much as 40 sq. ft. 
• Feeding stalls or crates 
Individual feeding stalls for each sow are 
essential to monitor feed consumption 
and reduce fighting or biting other pigs 
while they eat (usually the only time 
sows are aggressive). Generally, they feed 
one end and 30 minutes later come back 
to feed the other end. Sows are locked in 
the stalls while they eat. 
"Observing pigs is very beneficial," Burns 
noted. "Some sows can eat five pounds in 
three gulps and the other time it takes one 
sow 20 minutes. We run eight purity sows 
and gilts in the same pen so you can't do 
it any other way." 
How doors are closed depends on the 
producer. Burns said they close 18 to 20 
pens with just one push. They also are 
experimenting with lights (to add the 
optimum amount of heat to the area) and 
three types of feeders. Feeding on con-
crete doesn't work because sows chase 
the feed everywhere but where they need 
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it. Troughs in which feed is poured re-
quires sows to get on their knees to eat, 
which causes lesions. 
• Work alley 
They use an alley for access to the central 
feeding area. This alley also is used to 
move sows back to the breeding area. 
Sows are let into the feeding area in 
batches, which, surprisingly, is very or-
derly. Sows learn when it is their turn to 
eat. 
His operation has four sizes of sows and 
probably four different kinds of parity of 
sows, which doesn't seem to make any 
difference in the feeding or handling 
routine (although gilts need some time to 
learn the routine). Each sow gets four 
pounds of feed, which is automatically 
delivered. 
"If you watch, you'll see a sow run in and 
try and catch a bit of feed from one pen, 
then runsomewhere else and catch a bit 
of feed," Burns explained. "If they get 
locked out once that will stop." 
Sows also are vaccinated as needed when 
, they are in the feeding crates. 
• Waterers 
This has been a big problem, even with 
helpf~omSioux SteeL They've moved the 
waterer Jour times in their building. It 
':V0ulddqwell in the corner by the back 
doors, but ~s bedding accumulates it gets 
deeper around the feeder. 
Bur~~?beganbuilding hoops for gestation 
inI)ecember,1997. He now has three 
," , ',," ,: '<>: " , ' I 
whicqhave been modified as they learn 
ab()ut.i1leIl1.in.different·seasons. During 
the}a~.tJ)~~tof gestation, they were feed-
ing§()~s.six,seven and eight pounds a 
dqY;,.t?·make ,sure sows were at adequate 
size and condition, but they have since cut 
back to a six-pound daily feeding during 
this period. He still figures a 25 to 30 
percent savings over what they had been 
doing, but it depends on the type of feed. 
• Deep-bedding 
"This is fine," Burns said. "In the winter 
that's what my sow pens look like. In the 
summer you don't need very much, just 
enough to keep a dry spot for the sows to 
sleep. Bedding usage in summer is conser-
vativelya fifth of what we use in winter." 
As far as rutting, it doesn't take much for 
sows to rut a little bit. They get down and 
make their own little cool spot to sleep, 
plus sows are always in the shade in these 
buildings. The buildings he uses are 36 ft. 
wide and 180 ft. long, so there's always a 
draft or breeze running through them. 
• Doors 
He's experimenting with several kinds of 
doors. The main problem is getting proper 
ventilation. Some doors open all the way 
to the top, but he advised never closing 
the top arch. Other doors roll down from 
the top or up from the bottom, which can 
be difficult to roll because the tarp tears. 
Another type has plastic or metal pipes 
and bags that keep the door from flopping 
in the wind. He suggested using a door 
that is easy enough for workers to adjust 
and use. He also is looking at how differ-
ent doors affect bedding lise. 
His favorite door has been a bi-fold type 
that has a ta~ stretched over it. When you 
open it up you let air in from the side not 
from the bottom. The door is adjusted by 
cables that crank up from the bottom and 
lock into position with a chain. The door 
doesn't flop and it's lightweight. 
"I have no problem with thermostats but I 
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don't think you need them," Burns said. 
"You can be there often enough, and if 
you're not, you need to be." 
Doors also can be used to create shade, 
which pigs prefer. In the summer, he lets 
the doors down a bit to keep rain from 
running into the building. 
• Mortalities 
The best way to get rid of dead pigs is to 
use manure and bedding from inside the 
buildings as compost. "The recipe for this 
. is dead pigs, the old 4020 John Deere, two 
buckets of compost and make a windrow," 
Burns explained. "That's it. We compost 
everything from baby pigs to sows. And 
you eventually haul off only a fourth of 
what you put there." He suggested a six-
month composting time before the used 
bedding is ready to be hauled away. 
Dean Ekstrom has a 90-sow farrow-to-
finish operation in Webster County. He 
also was named a 1997 Master Pork Pro-
ducer. 
He built his first hooped building in 1997, 
which is used only for gestation. He chose 
a hoop because his other gestation build-
ing was falling down; the hoop was a 
more economical option than erecting a 
confinement building. He's found that 
sows are very comfortable and happy in 
the hoop building, too. 
Compared to an open-front b~ilding 
(which Ekstrom has), the hoop building 
works well. Sows tend to pile on top of 
each other in the open-front building and 
he's had some problems. The hoop build-
ing also uses less bedding in the summer. 
He uses wood chips in the summer that he 
gets from a neighbor who does tree trim-
ming; in the winter he uses cornstalk 
bales. The chips absorb better when they 
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are smaller, approximately 1.5 to 2 inches 
in size. 
The east side of the hoop house has divid-
ers down the middle to create 30 pens on 
each side. Cement at the front is used for 
feeding. He does not use gestation stalls, 
which seems to work well. He reports a 
conception rate of 90 percent or better. 
He keeps groups of pigs together by age. 
When he bring boars in for breeding he 
does hand-mating, but no artificial 
breeding. 
He spreads used bedding in the field. He's 
tried composting, but has a cement struc-
ture where he puts manure from his entire 
operation. He hauls manure from the 
structure only twice a year in the spring 
and fall. 
His hoop building is a Coverall® system, 
although many companies now manufac-
ture hoops. The cement pad is 72 ft. long 
and 32 ft. wide, which is about enough 
room for 30 sows to feed at one time. 
Doors on the ends of the building have 
been a problem. His south door blew out 
during a 70 mph wind in the fall as they 
were trying to crank it up. They tried the 
same kind of door used in a tall confine-
ment building but it doesn't go up and 
down. So they made tpe door permanent 
for the winter on the south side about two 
feet down from the top, which has worked 
well. The north side can be adjusted. 
In January, the building froze although the 
bedding inside remained thawed. Pigs 
were very comfortable and did not pile 
like they did in his open-front buildings. 
The building has the benefit of using heat 
from the ground. He also is better able to 
vaccinate hogs in the pens during winter. 
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-Moisture can form on the ceiling when not 
enough air passes through the building. 
Colin Wilson has a 350-sow operation 
that combines pasture-farrowing with a 
Swedish-style farrowing and nursery 
operation. 
They built only one hoop, which is used 
for breeding and gestation. The hoop is 87 
ft. long and 37 ft. wide, with bedding 
down the middle and cement along both 
sides. It is used with their Swedish deep-
bedded unit, which can be used with a 
group of gestating and breeding sows. 
The building was designed for 48 sows. 
This number was determined by the size 
of groups coming from farrowing barns. 
Pens along one side are used for breeding 
and gestation, and sows also go there for 
weaning. Sows are bred in this area and 
stay there for the first half of gestation, 
when they are moved to a barn and con-
crete lot to make room for the next group. 
A feeding slab for sows goes along the 
west side, although they are in the process 
of building individual feeding stalls. 
Within the past year they have not had 
any problems in feeding without stalls, 
but they would like to mix different pari-
ties so stalls will prevent fighting. 
Bulk food bins are inside the building. 
When the feeding stalls are in place, they 
will use a feeding cart that goes down the 
alleyway on the west side of the building. 
A 9-ft. wide slab of cement along one side 
is used for floor feeding, where the feed-
ing stalls eventually will be located. 
Boar pens are located on cement along the 
east side of the building. One sow waterer 
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is at each end of the boar pens. Boar pens 
are in two sections: one in the back for 
sleeping, which has a solid fence to keep 
them warm in winter; and one in the front 
for feeding and dunging. The sleeping 
area behind the fence is 5.5 inches lower 
than the outside area to hold bedding in 
place. 
"This works really well for breeding," 
Wilson said. "You put in the sows so when 
they come into heat the first place they go 
is in front of the boars. When it's time to 
breed all I do is go along and open the 
gate and let the sow in with the boar, they 
breed, and I let them back out. " 
Wilson has been working with Mike Duffy 
(agricultural economist and associate 
director at the Leopold Center) to record 
breeding time. He figures 20 minutes, but 
many times breeding is accomplished in 
10-12 minutes. 
"One of the big advantages of this build-
ing is the time it saves us, just in the han-
dling of boars and sows," Wilson added. 
"Sows are calm and you don't have much 
trouble chasing them. I hand-mate every-
thing in the pens; which usually can be 
done by one person." 
This system runs about 30 ft. of bedded 
area per sow, which does not include the 
feeding area. Sow use of bedding is lower 
than expected. The first year they baled 
more bedding than they needed. They use 
grass hay (which sows love) and some 
straw. He advises careful use of poor 
quality hay because it can be hard to clean 
if not mixed with cornstalks. He uses a 
skid-steer loader and tine bucket for clean-
ing and hasn't had any problems. 
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